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What’s in a name? 



Project Background 

• CCB identified an information gap in wintering  
marsh birds on the Eastern Shore of Virginia.  
Study was initially tied to looking at the impact of 
Phragmites australis on the high marsh 
community (funded by NOAA/CZM).     

• Marsh surveys began in winter of 2006, though 
identification to species was problematic for 
sharp-tails (initiated trapping to solve problem).   

• We began trapping bayside marshes during the 
winter of 08-09. 

• Began feather and blood collecting to look at 
mercury, isotopes, and genetic origin in sharp-
tails in 2008-2011    



Winter trapping sites 2006-2011 (n=27) 



Methods 

• Modified rope-drag technique, with target 

netting of individuals  

• Morphological measurements and ageing 

of birds 

• Collection of feathers for isotope and 

mercury analysis and blood for mercury 

• Photographic record at multiple angles of 

each capture 





Saltmarsh vs. Nelson’s  





Species 
New 

Capture 

Same Year 

Recap 

Between Year 

Recap 
Totals 

Saltmarsh Sparrow 296 (41.9%) 50 (36.5%) 17 (38.6%) 363 

Nelson's Sparrow 267 (37.8%) 73 (53.3%) 21 (47.7%) 361 

Seaside Sparrow 89 (12.6%) 10 (7.3%) 6 (13.6%) 105 

Marsh Wren  19 (2.7%) 1 (0.7%) --  20 

Savannah Sparrow 12 (1.7%) --  --  12 

Swamp Sparrow 10 (1.4%) --  --  10 

Ipswich Sparrow 6 (0.8%) --  --  6 

Song Sparrow 3 (0.4%) --  --  3 

Sedge Wren 2 (0.3%) 2 (1.5%) --  4 

LeConte's Sparrow 1 (0.1%) 1 (0.7%) --  2 

UID Sharp-tailed 

Sparrow 
1 (0.1%) 

                    

--  

  

--  1 

Totals  706 (100%) 137 (100%) 44 (100%) 887 

Species Breakdown for Winter Marshbird Trapping 2006-

2010 



Species/subspecies Identification 

Tools 
• Pyle Guide 

• BNA account 

• Greenlaw and 
Woolfenden 
paper in Wilson 
(2007) 

• Examination of 
study skins at 
Smithsonian and 
the Royal Ontario 
Museum 

• Photo essay in 
North American 
Birds 2011     



Nelson’s Sparrow Subspecies 

Identification 



Known Location Breeding Nelson’s Sparrow Subspecies 



A.n. nelsoni 



A.n. nelsoni cont… 



A.n. alterus 



A.n. alterus cont… 



A.n. subvirgatus 



A.n. subvirgatus cont… 



A.c. caudacutus 



A.c. diversus 



Sharp-tailed Sparrows by 

Subspecies in Virginia:     

Saltmarsh Sparrow Nelson’s Sparrow 

caudacutus caud/div diversus nelsoni alt/nel alterus alt/sub subvirgatus 

211 (80.0%) 
25 

(9.4%) 
28 (10.6%) 46 (19.3%) 73 (30.7%) 91 (38.2%) 5 (2.1%) 23 (9.7%) 

Total SSTS keyed to 

subspecies:  264  

Total NSTS keyed to subspecies:  

238  



Proportion of Subspecies for 

Bayside vs. Seaside Distribution 

  Saltmarsh Sparrow Nelson’s Sparrow 

Location caudacutus cau/div diversus nelsoni alt/nel alterus alt/sub subvirgatus Totals 

Seaside 192 (82.4%) 17 (7.3%) 24 (10.3%) 
40  

(19.0%) 

69  

(32.7% 

76 

(36.0%) 

5  

(2.3%) 

21 

(10.0%) 
444 

Bayside  21 (67.7%) 6 (19.4%) 4 (12.9%) 
6 

(22.2%) 

4 

(14.8%) 

15 

(55.6%) 
0 

2 

(7.4%) 
58 

Total SSTS on Seaside Keyed to 

Subspecies: 233  

Total NSTS on Seaside Keyed To Subspecies: 

211  

Total SSTS on Bayside Keyed to 

Subspecies: 31 

Total NSTS on Bayside Keyed To Subspecies: 

27 



Comparison of Species and Subspecies distribution within the 

Atlantic and Gulf Coast States 

  Saltmarsh Sparrow Nelson’s Sparrow 

Location caudacutus cau/div diversus nelsoni alt/nel alterus alt/sub subvirgatus Totals 

Massachusetts2 --  --  --  1 (20%) 4 (80%) --  --  --  5 

New York2 2 (100%) --  --  --  1 (100%) --  --  --  3 

Maryland2 3 (42.9%) --  4 (57.1%) --  --  --  --  --  7 

Virginia1 211 (80.0%) 
25 

(9.4%) 
28 (10.6%) 46 (19.3%) 

73 

(30.7%) 

91 

(38.2%) 

5 

(2.1%) 
23 (9.7%) 502 

Virginia2 5 (83.3%) --  1 (16.7%) --  --  --  --  --  6 

North Carolina2 27 (37.5%) 
5 

(6.9%) 
40 (55.6%) 31 (64.6%) 5 (10.4%) 

11 

(22.9%) 
--  1 (2.1%) 120 

South Carolina2 24 (33.8%) 
3 

(4.2%) 
44 (62.0%) 63 (33.9%) 

20 

(10.8%) 

58 

(31.2%) 

3 

(1.6%) 
42 (22.6%) 257 

Georgia2 20 (33.9%) 
2 

(3.4%) 
37 (62.7%) 26 (41.9%) 8 (12.9%) 

18 

(29.0%) 

1 

(1.6%) 
9 (14.5%) 121 

Florida (Atlantic 

Coast)2 
41 (38.7%) 

5 

(4.7%) 
60 (56.6%) 82 (55.6%) 9 (5.9%) 

24 

(15.7%) 
--  

  
38 (24.8%) 259 

Gulf States2,3 7 (not ID'd to subspecies) 
246 

(90.1%) 
8 (2.9%) 6 (2.2%) 

4 

(1.5%) 
0 273 

Total SSTS Keyed to Subspecies: 587  Total NSTS Keyed To Subspecies: 957  

1 CCB Unpublished Data, 2 Greenlaw and Woolfenden 2007, 3 Post 1998 

86.8% of all Nelson’s 

Sparrows in winter 



Impact of Mercury on Reproductive Success 

Brasso and Cristol 2008 
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Birds nesting on contaminated sites were less 

 likely to be alive the next year 



Locations of blood/feather sample collections and results of blood 

mercury data 

Back Bay NWR and Plum Tree Island NWR 

Excluded from analysis due to low sample 

size 

Cristol et al. 2011 



Comparison of winter vs. breeding 

Cristol et al. 2011 



39 cm 

Potential impact of sea level rise on marsh sparrows 
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Key Points 

• All Saltmarsh Sparrows (a migratory bird) breed and 
winter within the borders of the USA.  If we can’t help 
them, well… 

• Both species appear to “offload” mercury when wintering 
in Virginia (good news for people that like good news!) 

• Parker River NWR appears to be a source population 
(obtained through genetics studies conducted by 
Adrienne Kovach).  What is the impact of the high Hg 
loads? 

• Virginia supports a much higher percentage of the sharp-
tailed population in winter than could be gathered 
through a study of museum specimens 

• Conservation concern is different among subspecies, a 
better understanding of winter range of subspecies on 
Atlantic Coast is needed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Future Direction of Study 

• Future work will involve a follow up season 

of trapping in Georgia to look at 

subspecies distribution (and possibly 

adding genetics and mercury sampling to 

that effort?) and retrapping sites in Virginia 

to look at year to year fidelity.   
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Note on abnormal plumages 

• First noted by A.T. Wayne in South Carolina.  He 

collected about 25 partially leucistic Saltmarsh 

Sparrows between 1900 and 1921.   

• Sibley (Birding 1996) notes approximately 1 in 

50 ratio in Saltmarsh Sparrows, and rare 

occurrence in Nelson’s.    

• Our ratio is 7 out of 502 (.7 in 50, slightly lower 

than Sibley’s speculation) birds captured, with 

one of those a Nelson’s Sparrow.   



A tale of two plumages 

2006-2007 Season 2008-2009 Season 



2006-2007 Season 

2008-2009 Season 






